John Yau

Do you think of yourself as evolving
out of a particular tradition@

Klaus Kertess once said that you
evolved out of a landscape tradition?

How do you proceed?

Do you ever begin with a specific
idea or image in mind?
| remember you once said some of

the gestures were also shapes.
What did you mean by that?

How do you choose your palette?

What about the paint? lts different
materialities?

In other words, you both make
assertions and resist all possibilities®

So you don't think of your paintings
as pictures of something, you think
of them as entities.

Do you think of your paintings as
urban?

You don't seem to be one of those
abstract artists who uses a strategy.
You don't make allusions to the
Russian Constructivists, don't hark
back to Cézanne or Picasso or
Mondrian. How come?

AN INTERVIEW WITH STEPHEN MUELLER

Yes, Pre-Raphaelite painting, the COBRA group, and the Hudson River
School.

| suppose | do if you think of the viewer being here and the paintings as
being there.

| stain the ground and then go into it. Back and forth. Staining and then the
brush. The gestures come from the wrist, elbow, and shoulder. | dance a lot.
It's like cooking.

No. | think only about scale, the size of the canvas and the size of the
gestures inside it.

A few years ago there were a lot of wing-like gestures or shapes in the
paintings. Now there are a lot of circles. This one could almost be the profile
of the devil. Old people are always afraid of circles —the painter David
Budd told me that. | like some of my marks to be on the edge —that place
where they can be both a gestural trace and a shape. | don't plan it that
way, however.

| like to make the color specific. At the same time, | want each painting to
have its own tonality. They're mood pieces. Like the weather. | also like
cornball color —the Pennsylvania Academy. The perfect gray-green that
comes out of Thomas Eakins. It also comes from religion. Buddhist art,
Tantric art. The pink too pink, the blue too blue.

That's part of the alchemy of painting. But | don't succumb to any of the
illusions — either image or materiality. Something might look like a bird or a

fish. But what bird2 What fish?
Yes.

Yes. If there's an atmospheric space, it came after the fact. My paintings
don't depict anything. I'm trying to reach that kind of experience where you
are on the edge. There and not there.

No. They don't look good over the couch. If they're anything, they're
(laughs) a bildungsroman of the creation myth.

If you have a strategy, you're trying to figure out the correct thing to do.
That's after the fact. My paintings are more selfish than that.



Have you ever done all-over gestural
painting?

According to what you've said so far
—you're trying to make paintings
that cannot be described in words.
Well, to be against description —
doesn't that also make you in

some way anti-formalist?

Why do you title your paintings the
way you do?

Do you think of some of your
gestures as being evocative of
Japanese calligraphy?

Is there a reason for not making
signature gesturesé

How do you think of your paintings@

What do you want your paintings to
be¢ Do you have a goal?

Do you think of your paintings as
ironic?

Do you think of your paintings as
being transcendental?

A long time ago. But as soon as | understood it, | stopped. When you
understand James Joyce, then the concept of spatial literature dawns on
you. Then you can begin making any permutation you want. Pattern on top
of pattern. But doing all-over gestural painting —that was too literal, too
easy and obvious.

| think there's a visual politic and a verbal one. | despise paintings you have
to talk to yourself about.

| suppose so.

Invective. Because the gestures reflect that kind of thing. The title
GO CHASE YOURSELF. It's from MILDRED PIERCE. It's a friendly

invective, something waitresses once said to each other.

Sure. Ifit's tossed in with the North Sea, heated in a volcano. About the
color, which we discussed earlier. | think of the colors as something you can
dig up. Mushrooms, for example. Colors dug from outer space.

Why repeat yourself2

| think they have their own personalities. Like | said about the weather.
Some are recalcitrant. Some are friendly. Others are nasty. And some are a
combination of many different traits.

Sometimes, | don't think so. It's an indulgence really. At most, something for
a few people. | don't believe paintings are part of popular culture. | mean
the phrase ""popular culture'" is a contradiction in terms.

Comical maybe, but not ironic. Irony is the coin of the realm —it's an easy
way to hook the viewer.

Sure, except their physicality smacks you in the face.
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